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To Black girls everywhere:

You can be more than a slave or a lesson for someone else.

You deserve to be a witch or a dragon tamer.

To fall in love with a vampire or lead your friends against a villain.

You are more than the best friend or sassy comedic relief.

You are the hero.






AUTHOR’S NOTE

As much as this novel is set in the future, it also discusses the past and is still affected by topics that permeate our present. Some of these discussions, while important, can be triggering, and as such, it’s vital to me that you’re aware of these topics before reading.

Content warnings: whipping scene within the context of slavery, gun/police violence, discussion of and character with an eating disorder, blood/gore/violence, death, substance abuse/addiction, mentions of child neglect






CHAPTER ONE
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There’s something about lounging in a bath of blood that makes me want to stay until my fingers shrivel enough to show the outlines of my bones.

My toes peek out of thick ruby ripples. Slick drops slide off my fingers and splash with an echo in the tub like spicy pone batter dripping off a mixing spoon.

“Sorry to stop you waxing poetic, but you need to get out of the tub.” My cousin Keis slouches against the doorframe of our bathroom. The toilet is so close to the bathtub that you have to prop your feet on the ledge when you pee.

She blows a breath out of her nose and crosses her arms. The powder-blue robe she’s wearing is embroidered with a K for Keisha. Our oldest cousin, Alex, made one for everyone in the family last Christmas. My canary-yellow robe with a V for Voya is hanging up in my room.

“Don’t call me Keisha, even in your head,” she says, casually reading the thought off the top of my mind.

Sorry. Even a year after Keis got her mind-reading gift, I still sometimes forget that she has it.

Granny used to say that Keishas were bad. To fry Granny’s battery, Auntie Maise gave the name to both her twin girls. Keis, as she insists on being called, is pronounced “KAY-ss,” like something you put glasses into instead of the more natural “KEY-shh,” which sounds like a delicious egg-and-spinach tart. I figure this is a way for my cousin to differentiate herself even more from her sister, who she’s clashed with since birth on account of their shared name.

My cousin clenches her jaw. “Keisha is annoying and obsessed with her feed and dating. That’s why we clash. Taking those pictures with her ass stuck out like she’s some sort of NuMoney tagalong. For what? So some stranger can give her a five-star rating?”

I like Keisha’s feed. She makes living outside the downtown core look glamorous, and I find her open sexuality kind of rebel feminist. It is a lot of boobs and butt, but at least she’s proud of it?

Keis pulls off her headscarf, and curly ringlets bounce out of its hold. The roots are a black 1B and the ends blond 14/88A. I bought the sew-in wig online for her birthday. “Yolanda,” it’s called. It looks real for fake.

Keis opens her mouth.

Not fake, sorry. It’s real hair, but it’s not yours.

Having someone inside your head constantly is an experience. By now, I’m used to it. Sometimes it makes things easier because I have a best friend who can comfort me about something I feel shitty about before I even tell her. And sometimes it makes things harder, like when I feel shitty because I know I’ll never be as smart or strong or talented as Keis, and I have to see her face shift as she pretends she hasn’t heard the thought.

I press the small button on the bath keypad. It’s embedded, crooked (thanks, Uncle Cathius), in the white tiles lining the tub. The steam icon lights up neon green, and the installed jets feed heat into the blood bath. I shiver as the warmth hits me.

Every minute I spend here is another I don’t have to pass downstairs. I should be enjoying this time, not spending it dreading what comes next.

Keis’s lip curls. “Don’t tell me you turned the heat on.”

Okay, I won’t. I hug my legs to my chest. “Why do I need to get out right now?”

My cousin sags against the door. “I checked on your food, as you bossily messaged me to, an hour ago. It’s been ready. We want to eat, but Granny won’t let us touch anything until you come down. It’s a special dinner to celebrate your Bleeding, after all.”

I don’t know if non-magic girls get excited about puberty, but it’s a big deal in the witch community. At fourteen and fifteen, I was disappointed when nothing happened, but not everyone can be an early bloomer. Or an early-late bloomer, given that witches tend to get their periods later. But I always felt like sixteen would be my time. Every day since my sixteenth birthday a couple of weeks ago, I’ve been in a constant state of anticipation, waiting for the moment that finally happened a few hours ago.

I was in the living room, packaging our beauty supplies with Mom and Granny. It started as a sort of uncomfortable wetness in my underwear. Which, let’s be honest, happens sometimes. I already had two weeks of getting my hopes up over false alarms, so I wasn’t going to be quick to jump to conclusions. Until that feeling expanded to the point where I thought I, a sixteen-year-old girl with a typically functioning bladder, had wet myself. Which, in hindsight, is so embarrassing a thought that I’m glad I didn’t say it aloud. And I’m doubly glad that Keis wasn’t around to hear it. But when I stood up to go to the bathroom and check things out, there was a single trickle of blood that dripped down my loose pajama shorts.

Sometimes, the things that change your life are physically small and mentally enormous. Like that little crimson droplet sliding down my bare leg.

I screamed with excitement.

Mom screamed with pride.

Granny screamed for me to get off the rug before I stained it.

I borrowed a pad from Mom so I could slow the bleeding while I rushed around the kitchen trying to get my own Calling dinner in the oven before finally getting into the bath more than an hour later to properly celebrate. I hadn’t moved for another couple of hours since.

My Bleeding isn’t just a witch’s typical massive overproduction of body fluids brought on by the perfect unexplainable mix of genetic predispositions, hormones, and magic, meant to represent the blood of our ancestors. It’s also the first step in my Coming-of-Age, of the challenge of becoming a witch.

Which was really hacking amazing until I remembered that I could fail and not inherit magic at all. Now my Bleeding is the only bright spot in this situation. An irony that I haven’t missed.

The more Keis pushes, the more I want to stay in the tub. Once I step out, the rest of my Coming-of-Age will start. There won’t be any turning back or slowing down.

“I’m naked,” I whine.

“Wow! I didn’t notice.”

Keis is kind of mean. No, not kind of. She is. The closer you are to her, the worse she gets. I’ve known her since birth and therefore get an equal amount of love and vitriol.

I’m sure it’s because Uncle Vacu did her birthing, and he’s got a strong negative energy. Not because of the Mod-H addiction. He’s just an asshole. Maybe because he’s the oldest. But technically, he did all our births. It’s a miracle someone like him could have a daughter as caring and loyal as our cousin Alex. If proper genetic sequencing had been around when Uncle was born, it would have shown a vulnerability to addiction and low impulse control. Employers wouldn’t have been able to stop him from being a doctor, and they shouldn’t—I mean, the human rights concerns would be all over the place—but for his own safety, none would have given him clearance to handle addictive drugs.

Not that we could ever afford detailed medical data like that. Applying for a job would be the only way he could have found out. Even if they did have the technology for it then, they wouldn’t have given him the sequence data. They give you enough genetic info to keep you alive. Why offer more for free when NuGene can charge you a premium instead?

I sink deeper into the bath so only my eyes are visible—two dark, almost-black irises peeking out. The blood glides against my lips like our Thomas Brand lip butter.

I look up at Keis’s unamused expression and say, “Remember when NuGene was a dinky start-up white people used to find out how many different types of white they were?”

She cracks a smile and lifts her chin to the ceiling. “I’m six percent British, two percent Irish, and ninety-two percent Canadian.”

I snort.

“And that sequencing is yours for a budget price,” Keis drawls.

The “budget price” works out to a month’s mortgage for a fancy downtown condo. And that’s just for basic DNA data. What they charge for genetic manipulation makes my stomach clench.

“Is she still in the tub?” Mom screeches from down the hall.

Hack me.

Mom rips the door open and barrels past Keis into the room. She’s got her hair cornrowed and tucked away under a wig cap. The braids peek through the skin-color nylon. Not the ebony of our skin, but a light, almost-pink beige. Wig caps our skin color exist but somehow never come for free in the package.

I don’t get any privacy here. According to Granny, our ancestors are always listening. Meaning that my family has a long history of being nosy. It’s hard to imagine Mama Orimo, who died sneaking fellow slaves from the scorching sugarcane fields of Louisiana to chilled freedom in Ontario, would spend her afterlife spying on us. Our family lives in secret among people who don’t believe in anything without genetic proof, much less magic. Watching us would bore the hell out of her.

Mom tightens the drawstring on her pale green nightgown and stares down at me with a weary smile. “Congratulations on your Bleeding. This is a beautiful moment. You’re transforming into a fledgling witch. But I’ll be damned if I let you spend the entire night soaking in blood.”

“Isn’t that part of it?” I ask. For a girl, Bleedings mean you have a long, luxurious bath, and the blood strangely makes your skin extra soft, and then everyone in your family has a special dinner together to celebrate you. Like an extra birthday.

The male equivalent is a lot less exciting. When I asked Dad about his, he shrugged it off as more of an inconvenience. He got the same inexplicable volume of blood everyone does, but if you don’t have a period, it has to come from everywhere else: eyes, nose, mouth, and he said with a cough, “private areas.” He just showered it off without bothering to make the moment special like most guys do.

Showered, like it’s nothing!

Everyone else picks whatever sort of celebration, if any, feels right to them.

“Yes, your bath is a part of it,” Mom says, plopping a hand on her hip. “And no, you can’t stay in there forever just because. It’s time to move on and get ready for tomorrow.”

My chest tightens, and I tug my arms around my knees, tucking my whole body into something smaller as if that’ll help me avoid Mom’s attention. The Bleeding is just the first step of a witch’s Coming-of-Age. Tomorrow I’ll have to face my Calling. One of my ancestors will appear before me and give me a task that I need to complete to come into my magic and get my gift. Any witch can shed blood and do a little spell. A gift is different. It’s unique to each of us, written in the way our genetic code shifts after passing the Calling.

Mom narrows her eyes. “I’m not asking again. Get out of the tub.” She doesn’t raise her voice, but she does use a mini utility blade to slice her thumb, then casts a quick spell with the blood dripping from her cut. Suddenly, the blood I’m sitting in turns frigid. My bath thickens and clumps in a way that makes the homemade Dutch fries and curry sauce I had at lunch rush up my throat.

She points at the tub and swirls her index finger. In response, the bath liquid imitates the motion, and clots the size of tennis balls graze against my legs. I slap my hands over my mouth as pre-vomit churns in my stomach.

Mom throws her whole arm forward, and the blood and clots get sucked down the drain in one massive wave. The aftereffects of her magic pull against the hair on my body like static cling.

What’s left is me sitting naked in an empty bathtub so dried up inside that I’m sure I’ll never have another period again.

Keis rolls her eyes at me.

Mom’s chest heaves as she lets out a few short, panting breaths. Only she would overstretch her magic bandwidth for drama.

My cousin grabs my towel from the chrome rack on the back of the door and throws it at me. Not that there’s any point in using it since Mom’s spell cleaned the blood off my body.

As I stand and wrap the towel around myself, Mom stabs a finger at me. “You need to get out of your head. This isn’t just a celebration of your menses! It’s the first part of your Coming-of-Age. Your Amplifying ceremony to trigger your Calling is tomorrow night! Get serious.”

Mom is bringing up the exact thoughts that I want to avoid. Now that I’ve had my Bleeding, the ancestors could theoretically Call on me anywhere they want at any time—on the toilet, while I’m doing a product delivery, in the middle of cooking dinner—to have me perform a task of worthiness so they can decide whether or not to bless me with magic.

Which is exactly why everyone is going to be doing an Amplifying ceremony tomorrow. It’s supposed to force my Calling to happen when we decide so I can do my task in a more ideal environment and have a better chance of passing. Plus, having my whole family around will give me a bit of a boost from their magic, which might impress whatever ancestor is conducting my Calling enough for them to give me a stronger gift. If we didn’t do it, I would still have a Calling, but at least this way I wouldn’t have to look my ancestor in the eye and do a task while I’m reaching for toilet paper or something equally mortifying.

Most ancestors won’t Call the same day as your Bleeding, but either way, the countdown to tomorrow has started. In twenty-four hours, I’ll know whether I’ll get to be a witch or… not.

I wish I could shrink back into the bathwater.

“Bath blood. Just because it’s in your head, doesn’t mean you can’t at least try to get things right,” Keis says.

I said she was mean. Didn’t I say that?

The mirror flickers when I step in front of it before coming on fully—it’s an older model Mom got on sale. My skin has the smoothness the blood bath promised, but it’s still dry. I pump our Thomas Brand All-in-One Face Serum and Moisturizer into my hands and slather it over my hickory-brown skin.

The reflective surface of the mirror shifts to show the top stories from my feed once my hijacker chip connects. An alert of a new rating comes up. I tap on it and get a small image of a guy who looks Dad’s age, and the rating he gave me at the streetcar stop near our house.

Four stars from Bernard Holbrook.

Beautiful young girl. Could smile more.

Mom stabs her finger on his profile picture. It smudges the mirror. “I’m gonna report this guy. Look at how old he is! What’s he doing sending creepy ratings?” She selects the report button next to his profile. Her eyes continue to rove over his photo, likely looking for a witch mark—the telltale dot within an almond-shaped oval inside a round circle that our kind hide in online profiles, résumés, storefronts, and more so we can recognize our people.

There’s no mark on this guy’s page.

Mom crosses her arms and shakes her head at the mirror as if it’ll relay her disgust to Bernard and fluffs a bit of my hair. “I know this is scary, and you have trouble with choices sometimes, but your Calling is happening tomorrow whether you’re ready or not. It’s important you pass. And I know you will. But just…”

Try harder? Do better? Be better?

“Get dressed,” Mom commands, giving up on whatever she planned to say before. “I pulled the dinner you made out of the oven. You’re welcome.”

“Thanks.” It starts as a mumble, but I know Mom hates mumbling, so I force my voice into something normal.

She points at Keis. “Please help her pick out a white dress for dinner. Cathius loves that virginal trash, and he’ll be difficult about participating in the Amplifying ceremony if he doesn’t feel catered to.”

Keis quirks a smile. “Yes, Auntie.”

With that, Mom leaves the room. I slather on a leave-in before grabbing a jar of coconut oil from under the sink and scooping up the white cream. It melts from the warmth as I rub my hands together and massage it under my thick curls into my now desert-dry scalp.

Usually when I wash my hair, there’s a routine of pre-conditioners, natural shampoos, leave-in conditioners, Thomas Curling Custard, gels, and heatless curling rods, but I’ve spent too much time in the bath to do all that. I’ll just have to live with undefined but moisturized curls for now. With magic, everyone else can do their hair at four times the speed I can. Eden and I are the only ones who can’t. Not until after we pass our Calling.

I twist my lips into a scowl. “I guess I have to find an uncle-approved white dress.” Or rather, Keis is supposed to help me find one, since according to my mom, I “have trouble with choices,” which apparently also includes decisions at the monumental level of clothing options.

“She didn’t mean it like that,” Keis says. “You know Dad won’t like anything you pick. It would be an annoying choice for anyone.”

Uncle is a frequent stain on the apron that is my life, but there’s no way to leave anyone out of this ceremony. More blood means more power, and everyone is hoping I have a strong gift. The adults use their gifts for income, and pooling our money is how we can all stay together in this house. When Granny and Grandad were young and less established, they got loans against the value of the house to help support our family, but the payments and interest grew until managing it was just as expensive as creating a mortgage for our technically mortgage-free home.

Living in Toronto isn’t cheap, and we’re only managing to break even while other witch families thrive. Our homemade beauty products appeal to the types who want non-modded handmade products, but modded beauty supplies are more popular by far, and we sure as hell can’t afford genetically modified ingredients. That’s the thing about modded stuff. Some of it is cheap and costs much less than something non-modded, and some of it is so hacking expensive you could never hope to afford it. Which means that most of our customers are witches and a small amount of non-magic families who know our powers are real and our products are the best, even without mods.

If we had money, real money, we could rub elbows with the sorts of people who hire for the exclusive and frequently elusive internships or can afford the expensive university education reserved for company-funded and rich kids.

Sure, we all went through the government-mandated minimums. Got our elementary school credits with Johan, whose witch school was accredited and able to give them. And then we got our minimum high school credits, which was really only two years of work, half online and half in person. I just finished mine a little while ago.

Keis is the only one of us who takes classes beyond the minimum, and that’s solely in defiance of being pigeonholed into using her gift to make a living. She still goes to high school to get extra credits, mostly online but sometimes in person, with the same stubbornness that drives her refusal to use or hone what should be a strong gift to get ahead in life.

She scowls at that thought.

“You’re doing amazing for someone fueled by spite. Your grades are higher than any of us have ever gotten.” For real. She does at least a dozen courses every year and aces them. Sometimes, I’m sure she has a bigger ambition, something she’s trying to achieve, but she pretends like it’s 100 percent to piss off the family.

“It’s not spite, it’s a protest of this family’s insistence that your worth is determined by your gift.” She gnaws on her lip. “Not that it matters if I can’t do anything with my education. I have no connections for the sort of internships that send you to university and no money to go on my own.”

She’s echoing everything her parents and the rest of the adults have said before. High school credits are well and good, but if you can’t get an internship at a good company, the amount of high-paying jobs available drops way down. Not to mention, the chance to go to university is basically zero. We could never afford it. Keis would need to find a company willing to pay for her to go. The barrier between having and not having a legitimate internship has always been too huge for the rest of us to bother. It’s why we rely on magic. But Keis is different.

“You need to put yourself out there.” I don’t get why someone with the potential of a gift like she has wouldn’t want to use it, but I support her. “There are a ton of internship Q&As out there. I’ll help you find stuff.” I scroll through my phone and sign up for notifications from places I know have great placements.

My cousin raises her eyebrows. “Why can’t you do that for you?”

“Do what?”

“Find courses and internships. Create a backup. Stop being so worried about your gift and focus on something you can choose.”

“Because I’m so fantastic at choosing.” Mom wasn’t wrong. I’ll do anything to help my family, but I’ve always been terrible at making decisions for myself.

“Vo.”

“And do what? Fight with hundreds of applicants to get a minimum-wage internship that goes nowhere? I could never land something with a good company.” I don’t know why she hits me with spam like that. If you’re not good enough to get into a major corporation, you’re wasting your time.

A strong gift is all I have to hope for. It’s the special sauce we witches have to turn plain potatoes into gourmet mash. And right now, mine aren’t anything more than dirt-covered russet.

I glance at Keis. “Nothing to say about that?”

She crosses her arms. “You don’t need me to pump you up. Your Calling will be fine, and you’ll end up with a great gift.”

Doubtful.

I stare at myself in the mirror, finger curling the odd piece of hair into a springy twist.

When I asked my cousins what the ancestors who Called them gave as a choice for tasks, they were all different. Papa Ulwe had Keisha watch two identical ancestors he brought along from beyond the grave named Sara and Sue for five minutes. She closed her eyes while they mixed themselves up, and she had to choose which one was Sue. Keisha’s always been unnervingly intuitive, so it worked out for her. And she ended up with a gift along the same lines, specific and uncomfortable intuition.

Mama Deirdre laid out a dozen outfits and demanded that Alex choose the perfect one for her. My cousin, in a move that is so her, decided that none of the clothes were good enough and sewed something brand-new for Mama Deirdre, who, of course, adored it.

Mama Nora bombarded Keis with the memories of ten ancestors and told her to choose the single false one or be forever trapped in their minds until her body died. Her Calling didn’t follow the rules and had higher stakes than it should have. It was unpredictable in a way that’s terrifying.

Because that’s the thing about a Calling: it depends on what ancestor you get. Whoever Calls me will not only set my task, they’ll also decide what gift to give me at the Pass ceremony once my Calling is complete. One ancestor will choose me based on whatever secret system they use, though some people say they pick descendants who are similar to them or who they feel prepared to help in some way. However they decide to pick me, I’ll be thrown into a Calling inside my head that I’ll need to pass. Sometimes the transition from real life into your Calling is so seamless that witches don’t even realize it’s happening. I’m not sure if that would make things better or worse for me. On one hand, I wouldn’t have to think about it so much, but on the other, I could fail with almost no effort.

No matter what ancestor I get, no matter how they choose to do my Calling, it’s supposed to be a simple choice between two options. If I pick right, I get magic, and if I don’t, then I’ll never get to be a witch.

But what if I get an ancestor who changes the rules like Mama Nora did for Keis? One who wants to up the stakes. The tasks they give are meant to help us become the best version of ourselves. Though sometimes I think they just like messing with us.

The afterlife must be boring.

“Maybe I’ll be lucky and get Mama Lizzie for my Calling,” I say. She was a baker from Alabama who gathered a bunch of other women in the area to help feed people in the march from Selma to Montgomery for voting rights. Her Callings usually involve spending hours baking something and deciding who to give it away to—the answer always being someone in need. A task so easy that it would be impossible to fail.

Keis shakes her head. “Mama Lizzie has the easiest Callings in the world. You don’t want her. Harder Callings mean better gifts.”

“I feel like that’s a myth.”

“It’s not!”

I scowl and tuck my towel tighter. “Let’s go find a suitable dress that Uncle won’t like.”

My Bleeding is officially over. There’s no more stalling now.

No one in our family has failed a Calling in almost a hundred years.

A Thomas not getting magic has become something so rare it seems impossible to do.

But then again, I don’t think the ancestors have ever seen someone as apt at failure as I am.






CHAPTER TWO
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I keep my towel tucked around me as I walk along the hardwood floor to my room. They’re original. My several times Great-Granny was particular about their upkeep. Her name was Mama Bess, though she wasn’t made a Mama until she died. She was a slave in this house in 1811 during the revolts in what was then called the US Territory of Orleans. She was also the one who organized its mysterious disappearance from Louisiana. The ground where it once stood was considered both blessed and cursed.

It took twenty-five of our ancestors to transport the house from the bayous of New Orleans to the plot of land off Lake Ontario in Toronto where we live now. Only, it was called Upper Canada back then. Led by Matriarch Mama Bess to what was supposed to be the promised land. Except when they got here, they saw slaves in houses, on farms, and in shops. Brought over by masters alongside those allowed to call themselves free. Mama Bess learned to read and write, and in her very first journal entry she wrote, “It was better, but it was not good.”

It wasn’t the freedom the family wanted, but our power had freed them all the same.

Blood and intent.

Two simple ingredients that make up the recipe for magic.

If only passing my Calling were that simple.

Keis trails behind me as I walk down the hall where she, Keisha, Dad and his new wife, Priya, my half sister, Eden, and I all have our rooms in a straight line.

I know it’s weird if your parents are divorced and still cohabit, but when you live in a place as big as ours, it’s uncharitable not to share. Plus, we needed the extra numbers to help pay for the taxes, utilities, and general upkeep of the house on top of Granny and Grandad’s loan.

My room is between Keis’s and Keisha’s to avoid conflict. Keisha’s room is closest to the bathroom we just left because she huffed up a big stink about it and no one in the family wanted to deal, so she got her way.

Mom and Granny have their rooms just around the two corners of the hallway. Granny, as Matriarch, has her own little bathroom that no one else is allowed to use. Alex and Auntie Maise have their rooms on the first floor with a bathroom they share plus the guest bathroom next to the kitchen. Uncle is in a micro-living shed in the backyard, since Auntie kicked him out there five years ago.

Granny always says they got together too early. They were eighteen when they had the twins. “Both babies of their families, and both eager to prove they were grown,” is one of her favorite mutterings about it. Auntie usually snaps back that Granny was eighteen when she had Uncle Vacu. That usually leads to Granny detailing the ways in which she and Grandad were more mature, independent, and responsible at that age than Auntie and Uncle Cathius. Then it turns into a big blowup.

I look back at my cousin. “You can go downstairs if you want. You don’t have to help me.”

“You think I want to hang out down there with everyone’s hunger thoughts while they wait for you? Nah.”

Keis says that the more emotional a thought is, the louder it becomes until the soft irritating buzz of voices turns into a painful shouting match inside her head. If she didn’t refuse to practice, she could learn to block out any unwanted ones. Instead, she focuses on my thoughts to help with the noise.

I can’t say I was delighted when she decided to spend extra time probing in my head instead of just learning how to control her gift, but I guess I’m used to it now. Sometimes I even forget that she’s in there, but I remember pretty quickly when she pulls something out that I hadn’t planned to say to anyone.

I shuffle into my room and make a beeline for my closet, whose screen doors light up as I tap my fingers against them and select some underwear. While I change into them, Keis swipes through my clothes.

“What do you think my gift will be? If I get one, I mean.” My mind circles around the subject like the way my family hovers when I bake brownies and say they can’t eat any until they’ve cooled for ten minutes. “I’ve been able to compare my DNA to a few online feeds and DIY sequence it. It said I have a high aptitude for gardening.”

“You’ll get a gift. And you’ve never gardened in your life. Those things are from second-rate genetics companies, and your genes will shift after your Calling anyway. There’s not much point in guessing now.”

“Not everyone gets a gift,” I mutter. “You can fail the Calling.” The last Thomas to fail was Wimberley, who by her name alone seemed destined to have her shit sparked up. Mama Jova gave the task. Wimberley was supposed to walk across this huge canyon on a thin bridge. Not a normal task at all. There was no choice between two items, just a terrifying action. She refused to do it. Her diary entries in the almanac where we store our family history say, “Because magic isn’t worth my life,” though everyone else said she was too scared.

They kicked her out of the family home, and she disappeared somewhere, never to be heard from again.

“Get those trash thoughts out of your head. No one’s going to kick you out of the house if you fail,” Keis groans. “And you’re not going to.”

Everyone keeps pretending like me failing my Calling is something impossible, but it’s not. I might never become a witch, never have magic or a gift. Fade from history until I’m just a footnote in the almanac. I cross my arms over my stomach and cringe.

Keis narrows her eyes at the closet screen and presses her finger harder than necessary. She points at a strapless one that looks like a tube. “This isn’t yours. You would never wear this.”

“Keisha gave it to me.”

Keis lets out a rough grunt and keeps swiping.

Sometimes, I forget that Keis and her sister are twins because they’re so separate. Not just different people, but they never actually spend time together outside of things we do as a whole family. Keis is more like my twin.

“Oh, wait!” I stop Keis from swiping past a white cotton dress with a blue seahorse pattern. “I love that. But it’s not pure white…”

Keis groans. “Voya, stop.”

“He’s going to get annoyed. Maybe let’s look through more?”

“No.” She selects the dress, grabs it from the drawer at the bottom of the closet, and thrusts it into my arms. “Sometimes you just need to pick something and go with it. You always get so wrapped up in being afraid to be wrong that you don’t do anything at all.”

I scowl. “Sorry that I’m such a loser who doesn’t do anything.”

“That’s not what I meant.” Keis rubs her palms against her eyes. “Just go with this dress, okay? You like it, right?”

I grip the dress in my hands. Alex made it for me. That’s her gift. She can stare at a swath of fabric and find the perfect way to put it all together, her seams always straight, impeccable almost without effort. Sure, there are probably non-magic people out there with the same “gift,” but Alex has always seemed extra special.

“Uncle’s not gonna like it.”

“Good!”

Sometimes I feel the tiniest bit bad for Uncle Cathius when Keis says things like that, but he brings it on himself. He’s forever trying to tell his daughters how they should live their lives. His way, of course, being the correct one.

I pull the dress over my head, and Keis zips it up in the back.

She looks me up and down. “Not bad.”

I bump her out of the way to look at myself in the mirror. The dress hugs my waist and flairs out in an A-line that’s a fantastic complement to my wide Thomas hips and butt. It’s a great length, not too long or short. Which at five feet is hard to get right. Alex made a beautiful dress, but I make it look good.

“Dinnertime?” I ask Keis.

“Yes! Finally!”

Now we can sit with the family, who will, no doubt, spend the whole meal discussing my Calling. We could be talking about other things, like where Keis should intern.

“Don’t you dare try and deflect to me,” she says.

“It’s a more interesting topic.”

“No one is going to think my internship is more stimulating than your Calling. If Granny had the magic to force me to use my gift to make money instead of going to school, she would. Mentioning interning would give her a damn heart attack.” The skin around Keis’s eyes goes tight. I can’t tell if her doing that is going to cause or prevent wrinkles later on.

“She thinks you’re making it harder for yourself,” I say with a shrug. “The companies that pay interns a livable wage have huge competition, and they’re the only ones with the money to send you to university.”

“Encouraging.”

I turn toward Keis, but she won’t meet my eyes. “I’ll help you find something. You’re amazing enough to do what the rest of us can’t. You can be something without magic.”

“That’s the attitude that makes me worry for this family. For this community.”

I’m not going to see eye to eye with Keis on this, so I don’t try.

The second we hit the first-floor landing, the perfect spicy aroma from the food I was making hits us. It’s my Bleeding, and I’m still the one cooking. Though if I’m honest, I wouldn’t have it any other way.

At the foot of the stairs, I spot a sheet of paper lying in front of the door, as if someone poked it under on their way past. I squat, pick it up, and turn the sheet over. The face that smiles up at me from the page is dark brown–skinned and hazel-eyed, and wears a custom lilac wig.

Lauren.

The back of my throat goes dry, and I struggle to swallow. When I think of Lauren, I picture long, swinging curls, a high-pitched laugh that makes you warm inside, and that indescribable rush of being pulled on an adventure. Where I try to plan everything, to struggle over what to do and where to go, Lauren lives without any maps, going wherever she feels like whenever. She was like that even when we were kids. Her poor mom always came by to ask if we’d seen her, and she would never be in the last place we’d played together—she’d already be halfway across the neighborhood, doing ancestors know what.

We were at a party to celebrate her successful Coming-of-Age what felt like barely a week ago, though it was much longer by now. It was a big deal since she’s set to be her family’s next Matriarch. Though Granny gave me and Keis hard side-eye for going. The Carters aren’t a pure family like us, whose magic comes only from our own blood. The strength of impure magic comes from the pain and suffering of others—stealing people in the night, carving them up, and fueling your magic with their blood, then wiping their memories, healing their wounds, and tossing them back out onto the streets like you haven’t spent the last few hours listening to their screams.

Lauren’s parents always keep her uninvolved, but she told me once that she could hear the screams sometimes and was glad that they weren’t the sort of impure family who actually killed people like the Davises are.

The fact that every dark ritual needs to have a pure intent is the sort of thing she takes pride in. The greater good, she says. Like the time her parents did a ritual to help a group of foster kids get placed in good homes instead of the abusive homes they had been in.

She doesn’t like to talk about the kickback magic. That’s the real reason witches choose impurity. Sure, all rituals have to have “pure” intents, but dark rituals also have the convenient side effect of increasing a witch’s magical bandwidth and strength far beyond pure magic users. They still have to shed blood for every spell like the rest of us, but they have a much higher ceiling when it comes to how much they can do. Even when they do magic that seems pure, when they cast spells from nothing but their own blood, that magic still got its power from pain.

Lauren hasn’t had to participate in a dark ritual yet, but she’ll have to someday. She’s still my friend. I can’t just lump every impure witch into the same category. Lauren isn’t some heartless monster. And the day of her Coming-of-Age party, she was just a girl celebrating becoming a witch. Glowing with pride and full of joy.

“I’m going to be someone special,” she whispered to me, giddy off a bottle of champagne her parents let us have.

Lauren wants to be remembered. Important. To have her name spoken by Carters for generations.

Now she’s gone. She left her house the morning after the party and hasn’t been back for a month. And this time, no one can find her.

Keis nudges me with her shoulder, avoiding Lauren’s smiling face. “Come on, dinner.” Her voice is soft and quiet.

I tuck the paper under my arm and follow her into the kitchen.

Mom is sitting on one of the wooden stools around the laminate counter–topped island. We, the kids, wanted to get a touch-screen island. Granny shot it down, snapping, “Does everything need to be a frying touch screen? Use your damn phone.”

Somewhere between leaving Keis and me in the bathroom and coming down here, Mom put on a black bob wig. I’m pretty sure it’s called “Eva.”

I laid the paper faceup on the island. “Someone slipped this under the door.” I push my thoughts at her like she’s Keis, urging her to do something.

Mom glances up from scrolling through her phone and heaves a sigh. “We know she’s missing. The Carters know we know. I don’t know why they’re dropping us flyers, wasting paper and time.”

“Maybe they’re hoping we can help.” Mom’s gift is reading objects. With a touch she can search through the history of jewelry, clothes, pretty much anything. The set of her face tells me she isn’t planning on volunteering.

Because it’s one thing to help find a missing girl and another to help an impure family.

It’s hacked. We weren’t always this squeaky-clean either. Before Granny was Matriarch, the Thomases were just as impure, but now we act like we’re above it all.

Witch politics. I gnaw on my lips. That’s what’s stopping her from helping Lauren.

Today of all days, I don’t have the energy to push it. I glance at the door that leads to the dining room and then back at Mom. “Is everyone waiting?”

“Yup. Mom sent me to help you guys take everything in.” She points to the oven. “Dang thing shut off twice.”

Hack it. Our near-ancient oven has developed a habit of shutting off on its own, and there’s no spare cash to fix it right now. Probably not for a while. Auntie offered to use magic, but the last time she did that for the broken microwave, her fire-conjuring gift got in the way, and she sent the whole thing up in flames. She’s kind of the worst person to have the power to spontaneously produce fire, but apparently, the ancestor who Called her thought it was appropriate.

Fixing our oven would require either a specific gift for electronics or a strong enough bandwidth of spell-casting power—and increased power has a cost our family isn’t willing to cash in: a price called “purity.” We could try casting at the same time, but with our family, we’re more likely to blow the thing up.

I jerk my head at the open archway leading to the dining room. “Granny’s in a good mood?”

Mom laughs. “Oh no. She’s pissed, but she’ll be happier after eating.”

Not bad. Once I get Granny’s favorites onto her plate, she’ll be pleasant enough that I can maybe avoid any lectures or prodding about my Calling. Years of anticipating my own Bleeding meant that I actually had my dinner menu picked out for tonight. Usually, deciding what to make for dinner takes… longer. An amount of time that I’d rather not think about because it reminds me of Mom saying she knows I “have trouble with choices sometimes.”

If I really get Granny into a good mood, maybe she’ll have a hint about which ancestor I’ll get. Every Matriarch has the power to speak and consult with them, though it doesn’t necessarily mean the Matriarch will say who’s going to Call me. But she must be able to get some info. All of my cousins have at least attempted to pester her into saying something before, and I’m no different.

Why give Matriarchs these special powers if they’re not going to be used to help the family? And Matriarchs can do more than just commune with the ancestors. They can pull on the magic of those in their family to increase their bandwidth, usually for more difficult casts that require a single focused intention. Or they can do the opposite and suppress the magic of others—though to my knowledge, Granny hasn’t ever exercised that power, even on Uncle Vacu. A Matriarch’s mental state can even affect the magic of other people, like how on the day Grandad died, every cast the adults made had the scent of cloves and nutmeg, just like his favorite deodorant.

I hand one tray each to Keis and Mom before bringing in the last two myself. We walk through the archway into the dining room.

The ceiling is sky-high, and the plantation shutter windows give you a view that overlooks Lake Ontario, which runs behind our house and flows along the downtown waterfront all the way to the East End. It’s a million-dollar sight. When people see us and our house, they must think we’re loaded. It’s an expectation we’ve never lived up to.

In 2030, they renamed our area of Etobicoke “Historic Long Branch.” What makes rows of mismatched houses, identical low-rise condos, and a main street with restaurants, bars, and bakeries that were all built in the last thirty years “historic,” only the city planners know.

The table set in the middle of the dining room is solid, non-modded wood and made to fit at least twelve people, which leaves us just enough room for one more if we wanted.

Granny raps her knuckles on the tabletop. “About time.”

Yeah. That’s Granny.

Matriarch of the family with a gift she’s never shared with any of us. Even Mom and Auntie Maise don’t know what it is.

Her hair is kept in the same neat afro she’s rocked for as long as I can remember, and she wears the same fluffy red robe with some combination of casual home wear underneath that she’s always worn around the house.

We set down the food in front of everyone. Glistening oxtail falling off the bone and smothered in brown sauce. Pelau fresh enough that you can see the bits of pumpkin and squash in the rice alongside the pieces of pork and pigeon peas. Macaroni pie with a golden-brown cheese crust and gooey yet solid inside. And to top it off, a big batch of sweet bread that has Granny sitting straighter in her seat to get a better look at it.

I am a culinary queen.

“And so humble,” Keis mutters.

If my Calling task is picking out the perfect dinner menu for my family, I might pass.

Granny gives Uncle a smack. “Get me some of that macaroni pie.” He’s sitting on her right side, where he always does. As a man, he can never be Matriarch, but he hangs around Granny like he has a chance.

He takes her plate, reaches across the table, and scoops a hefty portion onto it. It stays solid and upright the way I know she likes it.

Uncle gives me a quick once-over as he serves her. His eyebrows are like two half-buzzed caterpillars, and his bald head shines under the lights. “This is a lot of food. Might go bad.”

He nitpicks just to nitpick. None of us kids know what his gift is either, but sometimes I think it’s just pissing people off. If I make Trinidadian food, he wants to poke at how we should eat more African dishes to honor our roots. If I make something Canadian, I’m turning away from our culture. Everything I do, anything anyone except for Granny does, needs to have some sort of mistake he can prod at.

Not to mention, I don’t even know much about these so-called African roots. Granny and Grandad’s ancestors were taken away from there as slaves, with Granny’s, the Thomases, being brought to the United States, and Grandad’s, the Harrises, taken to Trinidad. Granny’s ancestors transported our house to Canada from the States, and Grandad’s immigrated over to Canada from the island. Eventually they came together in Toronto.

We only know where in Africa they’re from because we have access to our ancestors. It’s a privilege not many other Black descendants of slaves have, even now with advances in genetics.

Grandad’s Trini heritage is what ended up sticking with our family, but at the end of the day, Granny’s ancestors were the more powerful witches, and that’s what matters. It’s why we’re Thomases instead of Harrises. It’s a stronger name to carry.

Keis thumps into the chair next to Alex. I walk over and sit across from her, which puts me next to Keisha.

“Did you make any salad?” Keisha doesn’t look up at me. Her long dark hair lies over her shoulder, and she looks casual despite wearing a glittering sequined dress.

So much for my perfect family dinner menu choices. “Granny doesn’t like salad.”

I thought I said it under my breath, but from the other end of the table Granny harrumphs. “You could eat a bowl of salad the size of your head, and you’ll be hungry again in ten minutes. Eat some real food.”

I don’t think any of us miss the significant glance she throws at Dad and Priya.

Dad shifts in his seat and lets his short dreads drop over his eyes. He doesn’t say anything. Just stirs around the spinach, chickpea, and feta-looking cheese substitute on his plate.

Priya follows suit with her own salad, but her jaw is stiff enough that I know she’s not happy about the slight. She has her long hair in a single plait that falls down her back and stops above her ankles. She makes separate meals for her and Dad because they’re vegan.

“Do you two have any extra Keisha can eat?” I ask Priya.

She bobs her head. “Lots.”

I sag in my chair and wave my hand at Keisha. “There you go, problem solved.”

She perks up and saunters into the kitchen to search for their leftovers.

I throw a grateful look at Priya, who smiles back at me. It’s strange to think I’ve known her and Dad as a couple almost as long as I knew him and Mom as one. Maybe he and Priya are a better fit. They even both have touch-based gifts. With a single hand on your skin, he can make your muscles unwind and your worries go away, and she can measure romantic compatibility. Matching gifts aren’t a prerequisite for successful couples, but Priya and Dad don’t fight the way he and Mom used to, so maybe it means something.

Meanwhile, little Eden is waiting while Mom scoops her a serving of oxtail on top of some pelau. I made sure to pick Granny’s favorites that I know Eden loves too. I can’t not spoil my baby sister. Her hair is cut short to her chin and is run-a-fine-tooth-comb-through-it straight, as if Dad’s genes couldn’t touch Priya’s to make a single curl. Though Eden did get Dad’s skin tone, a lighter brown than the rest of us with a warm golden undertone.

To be real, Mom can’t stand Dad and is fried about Priya, but she loves Eden. Everyone does. She’s the most adorable six-year-old you’ll ever meet.

Eden grins at me. “Thank you for dinner.”

Polite and adorable. “You’re welcome.”

“You spent a long time upstairs celebrating your Bleeding,” Uncle says. “I hope you used some of that time to prepare for your Calling.”

He would be the one to start this conversation. Biting my tongue is the only way I can stop myself from snapping at him. “We’re still celebrating my Bleeding, aren’t we?” I nudge Alex’s foot under the table and will her to help me derail this conversation. “Alex, why don’t you tell us about your Bleeding? Uncle wasn’t in the room, so I’m sure he’d like to hear the story.”

Alex looks up with a mouthful of food and raises an intricately drawn eyebrow. For as long as I can remember, she’s always had false lashes and glittery eye shadows and lip colors. Every look perfectly complementing her deep, rich brown skin. Her out-there makeup combined with being a big girl catches her a lot of attention. Not just big as in plus-size. Tall too. And always with her hair shaved close to her head. She’s striking, knows it, and flaunts it.

Alex swallows, but doesn’t put down her fork. “I’m sure Auntie gave him a rundown when it happened.”

When her Bleeding started, she hadn’t told us she was transitioning yet. We were supposed to go to the store together until she stopped in the middle of the hall, crimson slipping down her face from her eyes and ears. We stood in the hall for a moment, just staring at each other. As the oldest cousin, she was the first person whose Bleeding I had ever seen.

Alex looked at me and said, “I think I want to have a bath. Not a shower.”

I made her wait there while I ran and rallied the rest of the women in the house. Auntie Maise, Mom, Granny, Keisha, Keis, and me found any and every candle we had and stuck it in the bathroom along with perfumes and incense. Keisha even threw a wad of glitter in the tub.

By the time Alex got in, the hallway was a sliding mess of blood, but she was in a bath that sparkled like her lashes with a beaming smile on her face, and we were all there. We didn’t ask why she wanted a bath, and we didn’t need to know.

Alex was happy, and that was what we cared about. She asked that we call her “she” and “her” from then on.

I say, “You don’t want to retell it? You always say it’s one of your favorite memories.” And I would really appreciate if the attention could be shifted off me.

“It is, but”—Alex points a manicured nail around the table—“you all are a bad audience when it comes to a story you’ve already heard. You interrupt, you wanna add things that didn’t happen or dispute things that were said or done. Nah. Too much work.”

“I think Uncle would enjoy hearing your version of events.” I widen my eyes at her so she gets the hint.

“Are we talking about the same Uncle?”

Uncle Cathius crosses his arms. “Not talking about the Calling isn’t going to make it go away. Your choices are what define you. And how you choose to complete your task is a lot more important than deciding what to cook for dinner.”

I raise my voice and ignore him. “How about all the women share their Bleeding experiences to celebrate my transition into one?” My eyes flick around for someone to keep the conversation going. “Granny—”

“If you think I want to sit here and talk about the time where I bled at least three quarts of blood from my privates, you need to reassess.” She chews her last bit of sweet bread with measured bites, swallows, and stares at me. “Your Calling is your challenge to overcome. Try and prepare for it or ignore it. Either way, it’s coming tomorrow.” She stands from the table and brushes crumbs off her pants. “Sweet bread could use more coconut.”

Before she can leave, I blurt out, “Someone left Lauren’s missing poster at the door.” If Granny says that we should help, then everyone will have to. She’s the Matriarch.

“They’ll find the girl.” Granny’s voice is gruff and short.

My shoulders slump. I should have known. At the end of the day, Lauren is from an impure family, and not one like the Davises, who we’re linked to with stronger bonds. Uncle Cathius was a Davis once, so they’re family. But if we wanted, we could have nothing to do with the Carters.

Granny says that impurity gives you more power but asks for a cost that she never wants any of us to pay. When, newly crowned as Matriarch, she announced that to her family, they left. Moved out somewhere in Quebec or Nova Scotia. She never talks about them. It’s part of what she sacrificed.

Purity isn’t supposed to be about one family being better than the other. Pure or impure, we’re part of the same community. But somewhere along the line, that seemed to change, with pure sticking to pure, and impure keeping with impure. And we’ve chosen our side.

I remember times when the Black witch community was tight. A moment in my childhood where pure and impure didn’t seem to matter as much as Granny made it out to. When I was little, I used to call Lauren’s mom “Auntie,” and no one seemed to care the way they do now, where we all only gather for Caribana—the annual Caribbean carnival—and the odd backyard party, and otherwise stick to our own kind.

I lick my lips and say, “I think they need help.”

“They have help. It’s called the Toronto Police Service.” She presses her mouth into a line. “They didn’t need our help before, and they don’t need it now.”

I should stop. I should leave it alone. “Maybe Johan can’t help this time.”

Granny shakes her head and turns away. “If he can’t, then we definitely can’t. Stop worrying about missing girls and concentrate on your Calling.” With that, she walks away. Uncle rises from his seat and follows after her.

Mom sags against the table. I risk a glance at Dad. He’s focused on watching his plate.

Keis throws me a tight smile. “Food was great.”

That starts a chorus of everyone around the table giving me compliments about the meal.

I clench and unclench my fingers around my fork.

A message from my phone pops in front of my eyes. It uses the microchip behind my ear to hijack my optic nerves into seeing the projection. It’s an event alert from the internship opportunities I signed up for before we came down to dinner. There’s a pop-up Q&A tomorrow morning at NuGene headquarters for their program.

I don’t hesitate to dig out my phone and confirm me and Keis for the session. The Q&A is completely booked seconds after. It’s the only good thing that’s happened today. When I look up, Keis is staring at me with narrowed eyes.

“We’re going,” I say.

“Fine,” she mutters. After years of having me push her to do one thing or another, mostly endless visits to new restaurants, she’s used to going along with my ideas.

I shovel a too-big forkful of macaroni pie into my mouth and slouch in my chair. Keis’s problem is on its way toward being solved, but I can’t say the same about mine. Or Lauren’s.

Granny and I have different opinions about missing girls, but she’s right about my Calling. With everything, I never even got to pick her brain about what ancestor I’ll get. And even if I don’t want to think about it, once the Amplifying ceremony starts tomorrow, my ancestor will be summoned, and I’ll be Called.

I have no choice but to be ready.

Unlike Lauren, I don’t want to be remembered.

I’m never going to be great. I know that.

I crave the anonymity of a life that was good enough.

Because if I am remembered, it’ll be as the only Thomas in a hundred years to fail her Calling.






CHAPTER THREE
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The next morning, Keis and I step off the GO train at Union Station at nine thirty a.m. with a flurry of morning commuters. The signature green-and-white transportation costs more since it runs faster and doesn’t have the same suffocating sweat smell of the more widely used TTC. For us, being under eighteen, the Toronto subways, buses, and streetcars—the TTC—are free and therefore more crowded and slower.

I lead the way down the gray concrete stairs with Keis sticking close. A woman in mauve athletic gear knocks into her, mumbles a hurried apology, and keeps moving.

“Did you see that?” Keis grumbles.

“She said sorry.”

“She said it, but she didn’t mean it.” As much as she hates being cooped up in the house, Keis isn’t a huge fan of downtown, either.

As we pass a group of paper signs tacked up, I pause. The image is of Lauren with a tiny witch symbol in the corner. From the way it catches Keis’s eye, I guess that it’s probably enchanted to draw the attention of other witches. To non-magical eyes it would appear like the same static photo that was slid under our door yesterday, which is how it looks to me since I’m not officially a witch yet. A voice in the back of my head whispers that I may never be, and I don’t have any argument against it.

A month since Lauren’s been gone.

It’s like a memory that I keep forgetting. I’ll pick up my phone to message her, forgetting that she won’t message back. I’ll walk down the street and think about going to her house, forgetting that she won’t be there. I’ll tap over to her feed to see what she’s up to, forgetting that she’s not posting anymore.

Remembering each time is like a realization that never quite sinks in. Is she gone for now, or gone forever?

Keis pokes me with her nail. “She’ll show up soon.”

“What if she’s in trouble?”

“She must have run away with someone. She’s done it before, and she’s a wanderer by nature.”

Lauren once took the train with a boy to Montreal without saying anything about going. Three days into her trip, she sent me a video message complaining about how he hadn’t turned out to be that great, and she was staying with a friend now.

It took us three days to hear from her that time, but now it had been thirty.

I try to make Keis’s words stick in my head without managing to shake the chill over my shoulders, and focus on weaving through the crowds to the subway.

It’s so normal. Like I won’t be going home to a task that could mean the end of my life as a witch before it even begins. If I pass, if I have a strong gift, maybe I can find a way to help Lauren. Except helping Lauren feels like the finishing touch on the twenty-layer-cake effort that is my Calling.

We manage to squeeze onto the packed subway. Most people on the train are slumped half-asleep from their commute, and they haven’t even started work yet. Despite the AC pumping through the cars, it smells overwhelmingly of BO. I lean away from a man gripping the handhold on the ceiling whose armpit is level with my eyes.

“Okay,” I say, turning to Keis. “What’s your game plan?”

“Shouldn’t I be asking you that?” With a pinched expression, she leans against the doors you’re not supposed to lean on.

I grab the subway pole harder. How am I supposed to come up with a game plan for my Calling? No matter what the adults say, I can’t prep for it. There are no practice tests or exercises.

Keis groans. “No, not that. I meant you’re the one who found this internship opportunity and insisted it would be perfect. I figured you had a game plan for the day.”

Oh.

“Yeah, oh.”

I lean toward my cousin. “Right. A plan. NuGene is always talking on their feed about looking for new perspectives, like the model who got the internship because she figured out how to make the NuSap robots more aesthetically pleasing.”

“The NuSaps that are now defunct.”

“Yes, but that’s its own thing.”

Keis twists her lips. “ ‘Its own thing’ of a unit suffocating its user while trying to tuck them into bed is kind of a big thing.”

“Not the point! I’m saying those political science courses you take mean you have a new and fresh perspective.” Keis wanted to take a host of random classes to piss the family off, and I made her pick ones she actually liked that could also lead to something after graduation. She agreed only because it strengthened the validity of her protest. Really, I think she just didn’t know what she wanted to do. Keis has ambition but lacks direction and focus.

She doesn’t have any reaction to those thoughts, though she must hear them. I lean in closer. “I’ll ask a question that pushes the discussion in your favor, and you answer with your political genius.”

“And that’s not going to seem suspicious with us sitting next to each other?”

I shake my head. “You go in first, and I’ll go in on my own, and we have to sit way far away from each other.”

“Fine.” Keis blows out a breath.

I tangle my fingers in the edge of my shirt. “And if you want to do a bit of listening in on the presenter’s thoughts for an added edge…”

“First of all, no,” she says. “Second of all, in a room full of that many people? I’ll be lucky if I can concentrate enough to spout out an answer.”

Right. A big part of Keis’s hatred for downtown is the sheer mass of people. She’s used to focusing on my thoughts. Trying to jump into a new brain would mean swapping into an unfamiliar mind; in that time the surrounding voices would get louder, and she may not be able to find the one she’s looking for.

Sometimes I wonder if her motivation for not improving her gift is less about protesting and more that she hates the power our ancestors gave her.

Keis doesn’t respond to that thought either. “What are you going to ask me?”

“I can’t tell you! You need to have a spontaneous answer. They’ll know if it’s rehearsed.”

Arriving at Osgoode. Osgoode Station.

The doors slide open, and Keis and I step out of the subway car. We follow the stairs to the surface, where we’re hit by a sharp sewer smell and purposefully retro storefronts. Their signs are flat, unmoving letters instead of the more common digital signs in an attempt to either preserve old traditions or hop on the trend of being retro. It’s hard to tell.

“It stinks,” Keis groans.

I speed-walk west down Queen Street. “It’s just this one place.” Once you get down the block, the stench is obliterated by mobile hot dog stalls.

We pass a homeless man with his legs folded underneath him, and a dirt-streaked donation pad. His sign asks for money for food, and in the corner, there’s a scrawled drawing of three circles, the middle one almond-shaped. A witch mark. I fumble with my phone and tap it against the pad. Keis does the same.

We’re not rich, no, but we’re doing all right. Enough that both our moms give us a small weekly allowance. The man thanks us as we leave. Does he have a gift, or did he fail his Calling? I know Keis said the family wouldn’t actually kick me out if I failed, but it happens. Or sometimes people just leave, tired of living in homes filled with magic when they have none. Sometimes the families fall out of favor from the shame of having a failure witch. They lose respect, and their businesses lose customers, and everything tumbles down around them.

But that’s not going to happen to the Thomases. I can’t let it.

The whole way to NuGene, I fiddle with my purse strap, tangling and untangling my fingers in the cheap modded leather.

NuGene headquarters is beside the Art Gallery of Ontario, where there used to be an arts school. They closed it down in the STEM boom of ’31 where if you weren’t learning about sciences or tech in school, you weren’t going to get a job that paid enough to make the cost of school worth it.

Mom was a teenager back then. She said that being an entrepreneur was the big thing. Be your own boss without paying for school. It’s why Granny started up our beauty supply business. Even during her time, education was pricey. And Uncle Vacu was already a baby. By the time Mom was old enough to go, unless your family was rich or you could get a company to pay for you, which almost never happened when she was a kid, you couldn’t afford to go to university. I asked her about scholarships once, and she rolled her eyes.

It wasn’t until Keis started looking into schools that I realized what a joke those were. Most only paid for 5 percent of a single year at a school. Like the world’s most hacked discount. It was no wonder most normal people didn’t do more than high school.

“University,” Auntie Maise said, staring at Keis over her tablet when my cousin announced that she was going to continue high school beyond the minimum credits, “is for rich people and special people. Either you have money, or someone decides you’re worth spending money on. Sure, you can be special, who doesn’t want to be? But these days, special means being locked into a contract with a company you can’t leave for half a decade hoping that the perks make it worth it.” She scoffed while Granny agreeably mm-hmmed next to her. “You don’t know about the real world yet, so I’m trying to tell you. Study if you want to study. But being special doesn’t mean survival. Not anymore.”

Keis lets out a puff of air and shifts beside me.

My cousin is special. I know it. And no matter what her mom or the other adults think, she can do more than survive. She can thrive.

The highlight of NuGene HQ is the giant white amphitheater suspended in the air by towering metal supports bent on an angle. It’s tall enough that you could walk for four or five blocks and still see it in the distance, and the sunlight glints off the metal in a way that makes it look powerful and intimidating.

“Stop gawking. We have like two minutes.” Keis nudges me forward.

“You go in first so people don’t know we’re together.” I shoo her off, and with a dramatic sigh, she heads inside.

Using my phone, I check the balance on my account and see the couple of dollars I donated to the man. For his safety, there’s no name attached, reading only “charitable donation.”

It’s lacking.

We call ourselves a community, but I wonder if that’s truly what we are.

An alert flashes in front of my eyes that declares the seminar is starting now.

Hack me!

I dart into the building and am hit with a wave of cool, but not freezing, AC. The lobby is white with dramatic silver accents and smooth marblelike walls.

There are holo signs to direct people to where the Q&A is being held, and a countdown timer to when the session will start. It states that I have five seconds to get to the Q&A.

I pump my short legs in the most publicly acceptable speed walk I can manage while staring at the clock, my purse thumping against my side.

The timer switches to four sets of zeros, and my stomach clenches.

At the end of the hall is the open door to the Q&A room. Someone’s fingers reach around the edge of the door with clear intent to shut it.

I abandon all public decorum and sprint forward. Hack the speed walk. Managing to get to the door before it shuts, I slam my palm against it and shove back against the person standing on the other side.

They increase the pressure, fighting to close the door, but I slip my foot into the open space and slink into the room, trying to smother the pants escaping my lips.

The boy who was attempting to shut the door is finally able to close it since I’m inside and not wrestling with him over it.

I stare into the guy’s face and then stare some more.

Beautiful. Curated and crafted.

His hair is strands of blue and gray like rain clouds and crashing waves in a storm, tucked under a white beanie. Retro wires weave through the cartilage of his left ear—a tech-flavored fashion statement. The boy crosses warm tawny brown arms over a narrow chest where the NuGene teal DNA symbol gleams on his lab coat along with a thin white name tag that declares “Luc Rodriguez,” and below it in slightly smaller letters, “intern, he/him.” Just under the cuff of his sleeve, a Fade Ink tattoo pokes out with little ATGC letters that curve into a design I can’t fully see.

“Are you coming in? Or are you here to stare at people?” His words are terse and sharp.

He may be gorgeous, but he’s also kind of an asshole.

There are muffled snickers from the crowd. I shuffle up the stairs to a seat in the back corner of the room. My wide hips knock against one of the other desks as I make my way up, the space in between overly narrow to fit more seats. My body is forever smacking against things I was sure that I cleared. When I was fourteen, my hips appearing seemingly overnight, it would embarrass me. I would stutter out a “sorry” and duck my head, face hot. Until it happened when Mom was around. She said, “Don’t feel bad for taking up space with your body. People are always going to want to force you to be smaller to fit what they want. You’ve got our Thomas hips and butt, good, more space for you.” And she delightedly knocked her hips into a display that wobbled dangerously, and grinned at me.

My body has never been small, excluding my height, and probably won’t ever be. What she said made me feel like I didn’t have to keep living like that was a bad thing. Alex didn’t. Granny didn’t. Mom didn’t. So why should I? I still apologize when I bump into things because I’m Canadian and physically cannot help it, but I don’t feel bad about it anymore.

I settle into my seat and look around the room. It’s built like the university lecture halls I’ve seen on feeds. Rows of cushy seats with small, attached touch screens that connect to your phone so you don’t need to bring tablets from class to class.

I glance around at the other people, who all seem to have multicolored hair and unnatural eye colors and look like they were born that way. Modded. And those are just the ones I could pick out. There are limits to what you can do. NuGene doesn’t dabble in things like animal feature splices or any strange science. The wildest they get are random hair and eye colors. Most people get subtle internal mods for things like medical vulnerabilities and better predispositions for emotional stability.

Keis and I spotted someone with cat ears just last week. Those mods you can only get from trashy illegal modifiers. The government couldn’t charge the girl for having the ears, but they could go after the people offering the service. Except it’s not that easy to catch those people. But no one in this crowd seems rebellious enough to risk those sorts of mods. They have high-class NuGene-brand ones. These are the sorts of people with connections Keis and I don’t have, and they’re also her direct competition.

On the lecture floor there are now three people around my and Keis’s age. Luc, the beautiful asshole, an Asian-looking girl with short dark hair and sun-kissed skin, and a Black boy with dark skin like Alex and an angular jaw who looks like he’s drowning in his oversize lab coat. I’m too far to see the pronouns on their name tags, but hopefully Luc will say them so I can adjust. Otherwise, I can look up their feeds and make sure I’m using the right ones, which, like most people, is usually what I end up doing for strangers.

I search the room for Keis and spot her in the first row with her back straight and eyes forward. Once she’s in front of the right people, I know she can show them how special she is. Even before her Coming-of-Age, everyone knew she would have a strong gift. DNA is the most accurate predictor, but Keis has always had an air about her.

Not like me.

Luc steps forward and adjusts the wireless mic pad near his mouth. “Welcome to the NuGene internship question and answer session. This is your chance to learn more about how interns fit into the company and ask any questions to determine if it’s the right fit for you.” He gestures to himself and the two people behind him. “My name is Luc. I use ‘he/him.’ Behind me is Jasmine, who uses ‘she/her,’ and Juras, who uses ‘he/him.’ I’ve been an intern with NuGene for three years, as have my fellow interns.”

My eyes bug out. Three years? He doesn’t look older than I am. Most internships start at seventeen or eighteen unless you’re some sort of genius.

“We’ll give you a couple of minutes to submit a question on the touch pad, and we’ll answer as many as we can.”

I type out the first coherent sociopolitical question that pops into my head and send it. Chances are they randomize the submissions and speed isn’t a factor, but just in case, at least I was quick.

While everyone else is typing their questions out, I sneak a look at the boy with the blue-gray hair. I lift up my phone and zoom in on his face. The AI rushes to compare his features to any matching feeds and comes up with a result in seconds.

Luc Rodriguez, he/him, age sixteen, two-star rating.

Two stars?! What is he, a serial killer? I mean, since his profile says he’s sixteen, that confirms he’s been a NuGene intern since he was thirteen, so maybe he is. High intelligence goes hand in hand with mass murder.

I pull up the ratings and scroll through the comments.

Doesn’t try to get to know anyone. Thinks he’s better than us because he’s one of Justin Tremblay’s sponsor kids. No point trying to get to know this guy. If he’s named CEO after Justin, I’m never using a NuGene product or service AGAIN! —Dorian Munichz

Wait, what? I scroll further through Luc’s feed. There’s zero about the fact that he’s Justin CEO-of-the-entire-hacking-NuGene-company Tremblay’s sponsor kid. You would think that would be the sort of thing to mention on your feed?

I go back to the reviews section and stop at another one.

Asked him for a statement about NuGene changing misgendering policies. Instead he said, “Do I look like a feed? Check the company status updates.” SO RUDE. Hack him! —Keliah Morgan

I check them all to see if there’s a single positive rating and find a couple at the bottom from Jasmine and Juras, the other two interns. They’ve given him five stars without commenting.

Everyone knows high scores without comments are pity ratings.

Most other people have rated either one star, for pure hate, or two stars for people who don’t like him but feel bad rating people one star unless they’re actual criminals. Or that’s how I do my ratings, anyway.

On his profile, all he has written are his age, pronouns, and that he’s a NuGene intern. Alongside those are a sparse amount of feed posts, mostly reposting NuGene news, but there are a couple of posts from Pride last month about supporting LGBTQIA+ people in STEM, where Luc talks a bit about being trans and what it means to him to be in the field.

If he’s a NuGene intern, he’s probably got access to getting his KO/I done if he wants to. Not everyone does. Alex brought it up as an option to Granny when she started transitioning. There’s a special gene where removing it (knockout) or adding it (knock-in) creates the sort of gender-affirming physical changes that used to require surgery. KO/I, for short. But like everything at NuGene, it’s not cheap.

Granny put Alex on a waiting list so the government could cover it, but just like every other gene therapy covered by OHIP, you stay on the waiting list for a few years. If you’ve got money, you can get yours done right at sixteen, the minimum eligible age, and be fully medically transitioned by seventeen. If you don’t, you stay on government-covered hormones. Everyone who wants to do a KO/I is on those at least until they hit sixteen anyway, until you either get to the top of the waiting list or save enough money to skip it altogether.

But someone like Luc who has Justin Tremblay as a sponsor dad would never have to wait on a list for a treatment.

In Luc’s reviews, people are calling him stuck-up, but it’s not easy to be a sponsor kid. Rich people go to so-called “disadvantaged” countries, pluck kids out, and raise them to lead companies. Only, if the child fails, they send them right back. There was a boy, Eddy, on our block. His sponsor brought him from Guatemala to be a feed musician, but he could never get his ratings high enough. Two years later, he was gone.

Luc claps his hands. “Let’s get the first question up.”

We look at the giant screen behind them, and the first question appears: Can a person without a STEM specialization be considered a valuable contribution to the company and gain an internship?

I would be happy that my question came up first if it wasn’t accompanied by a gigantic photo of me with my face smushed against Eden’s. The room bursts into laughter, and I sink in my seat.

Scramble my feed. The desks must pull data from the phone connection.

Luc looks straight at me and smiles.

Normal grins should make you feel good.

His expression makes me want to slide to the floor and curl up in the fetal position.

“Here’s the twist to this Q&A: whoever asks the question gets to pose an answer first before we give the official response.” There’s a lift in Luc’s voice like he’s announcing a pizza party instead of a nerve-racking and unexpected surprise.

I’m going to rate him the second I get a chance. I’ll write: Takes an unnecessary amount of joy in humiliating others. Two stars.

Luc looks back at the screen. “So, Voya Thomas, does a person who didn’t specialize in STEM belong in this company?”

My eyes dart around the room and spot Keis chewing on the inside of her cheek. This was supposed to be her time to shine. “I feel there’s an oversaturation of people with science and tech specializations in the company. There are others who could benefit NuGene in a different way.”

Put up your hand and add something! I shout the thought at Keis and hope she hears.

Luc walks to the podium and brings up my feed. It’s filled with photos of food. “You seem to have a lot of culinary interest and background. No high school specialization in anything at all. Since your interest in food is apparently as close to a specialization as you’ve got, how would that help?”

It wouldn’t. If I were one of these people vying to get an internship, I would be ready with some spam-worthy answer. But I came here for Keis. My cooking isn’t a skill that creates my career. That’s for my gift to decide. It’s the reason I didn’t bother specializing in anything. How could I pick one without knowing? Assuming I pass and get a gift at all. And if I don’t… where does that leave me?

I don’t belong here, and it’s like Luc can smell it. Could sniff it out the instant I walked in. And now he’s pouncing on it with a wide-open jaw full of sharp teeth.

I swallow. “It wouldn’t, probably.”

“You don’t believe in your own statement?” he asks, eyebrows quirked in mock surprise.

“I do, I just don’t think cooking is it.”

“Then why are you here? Why are you taking up a spot in a session meant for people who are serious about considering NuGene and furthering the future of this company?”

My nostrils flare, and heat forces its way through my body.

“Why are you wasting time with this interrogation?” Keis’s voice booms loud and clear from the front row. She narrows her eyes at Luc. “I’ll give you an answer.”

I sit up straight in my seat. This is Keis’s chance to make her impression. It isn’t how I pictured it, but it’ll work.

“Cooking is a skill that would benefit the company because people who care about creating joy for others through a culinary experience have more empathy than someone with a STEM specialization who’s more concerned about humiliating one person than educating a room full of people.” Keis pushes out a hard breath when she finishes.

Hack me. The room is silent enough to hear the slight buzzing of Luc’s mic.

Keis lifts her butt off the seat in a motion to leave.

NO!

She catches on my thought and shoots me a wide-mouthed stare.

If we leave. He wins. Sit down.

She lets out an audible grunt and parks her butt back in the seat.

Even from the back, I can see Luc’s hands clench and unclench.

So much for this internship opportunity.

Juras clears his throat and activates his mic. “Let’s go to the next question, shall we?” As he flips to another submission, the screen lights up with a video feed and a bright red LIVE button in the corner.

On-screen is the NuGene CEO Justin Tremblay himself behind a desk that looks like it’s made of real non-modded wood. And not old passed-down wood like our dining room table. Shiny new they-grew-and-cut-down-a-tree-for-him wood. His blond hair is fluffy and coiffed with a perfect side part, and though he’s Mom’s age, there’s an extra exuberance that makes him look more like he’s in his early twenties than in his midthirties. And there’s no missing his signature crimson bionic lenses from a project he started for fun. Today they’re the same price as a luxury electric convertible and can pull up data in a blink on anyone or anything you can see that would normally take hours to search for, including genetic information that a person may have purposely or accidentally given public access to. And for someone like the NuGene CEO, he’d also have any company-stored gene data at his fingertips with a glance.

Justin’s father was the founder of NuGene, but back then the company was just famous for genetic heritage programs—you know, the sort where you swab the inside of your mouth and send it in for testing. He was focused on the past and history. Justin was the one who propelled the company into the future by developing genetic manipulation and turning the small Canadian company into a worldwide billion-dollar superpower. As much as my entire family makes in a year, Justin Tremblay makes in an hour.

Justin opens his palms toward the screen. “Welcome to this surprise live. At NuGene, we believe in using the power of genetics to shape the future. And the future is now. I’m overjoyed to announce our newest project: NuGene Match. This matching program is a genetically supported means of finding compatible matches from friends to lovers. Discover certainty when it comes to knowing who you’re most compatible with in a variety of locations.”

Whispers break out in the room. Hack me, this is amazing. Even if you get your DNA sequenced, you don’t have access to other people’s records to check out their genomes. NuGene isn’t supposed to have access either. They’re only meant to get data from their clients. But even if you could get that info, how would you know which genes show compatibility between people? Other companies have tried before, usually with questionable science to back it up. But other companies aren’t NuGene.

Justin continues, “We were able to work with a variety of governments to organize an algorithm that matches compatibility without giving us access to your private genetic info.”

I shout a thought at Keis: Are you hearing this???

She doesn’t look back, transfixed by the screen.

“This will be a paid program, but right now we are in a testing phase and are offering a free beta version. Participants will have access to their match data and be given monetary compensation in exchange for wearing a tracker.” Justin looks around as if he can see us with our mouths hanging open instead of just his screen. “We’ve released the beta invitations now, so check your feed to see if you’ve been selected.”

He’s saying something else about the monitor, but I can’t hear it over the explosive noise of everyone digging through their bags and pockets to get at their phones.

I stare at my screen in shock as a white box with the NuGene logo declares: Congratulations! You’ve been selected as a beta user for NuGene Match. Please read the following terms and conditions and click accept if you agree to join. Parental permission required if you are younger than 18 years old. In order to receive the full $200 for participation, you will need to visit NuGene once the trackers are available and wear it until the end of the trial.

I don’t bother reading the terms and tap the agree button. It sends off a permission ask to Mom, who accepts it almost instantaneously since she’s used to screening parental terms for apps. Under my feed profile are two buttons, one for platonic matches and another for romantic ones. I tap the romantic button and choose Toronto as my location. As I do, I think of Lauren, who always prodded me to “get in the dating game,” but it was hard to have time for it between finishing up my school credits and helping with the family beauty business. Even now, I’m concentrated on my Calling and helping Keis, not chasing boys. Romance has never been a focus for me, but even I’m curious about my perfect genetic match.

The screen blurs as it loads before a blue-gray-haired and gray-eyed boy’s feed pops up with a 92 percent match.

Luc.

There’s no way.

I expand the location to Ontario. The page loads, and at the top it shows… Luc with a 92 percent match.

I expand to Canada. To North America. To the world.

And every single time, I get him.

I sag in my seat and turn the screen off. I risk a look at Luc. He’s got his arms crossed and is glaring out at the room.

He doesn’t care about the new program or that we’ve been matched, if he even knows about it. Which he likely doesn’t because he’s not looking at his phone.

What a garbage program. Hack it and hack him.

Keis. Let’s go.

He’s managed to ruin the most exciting scientific advance of the decade without lifting a finger. Why force ourselves to stay when he’s already won?

We leave the room without excusing ourselves.
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